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Listening comprehension and sound image: The listening gap 
「聴解と聴覚像ーリスニングのガップ」
Maria Gabriela Schmidt 
シュミ yト、マリア・ガブリエラ，人文社会系.CEGLOC 
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Listening is more than a skil and it is as a teaching subject often undervalued in foreign 
langllage teaching (Field. 2008: p.1). Most teachers will rank it behind grammar， reading， 
speaking and writing. Language is in its very center sOllnd and meaning based. The sound we 
perceive and the sounds we utter are related to meaning， even when they are not lexical words， 
such as the interjection "oh"， expressing some kind of surprise. This article starts with the 
assumption that the relation of sound and meaning is vital for building up listening abilities in 
a foreign language. First. we will look at research results of psycholingl1istics on how listeners 
21re primed by their own langl121ge acqllisition. The mother tongue has to be taken seriously 
into account. 1n order to accommodate the research results with the te21ching practices， F. de 
S21llssllre's term "sound image" will be used here， to explain 21n overlooked gap in the foreign 
language teaching practice. The author sllggests here， to name it a listening gap. Becoming 
aware of it over time during instrllction， the listening gap is to some extent related to Iisteners 
"being unable to form a mental presentation from words heard" (Vandergrift & Goh， 2012: p.22) 
and to・'makematter worse， the plight of the weak listener often goes llnrecognized" (Field， 
2008: p.3) 
The listening gap in foreign langllage instruction opens up， because the listening exercises 
in cl21ssroom instruction follow the tradition of mainly written and grammar based input. But 
results from neuroscience show that冶rthographiclearning enters the brain in a different way 
from phonological prもcessing".(Tokuhama-Espinosa， 2011: p.130) Without primary meaning-
building sound input， the relation between sound and meaning is discontinued. The listening 
gap is used here as a term， to describe the phenomenon that learners do create their own 
"made-up sound images" for mainly written linguistic input through reading. If there is口o
sound available to express Olr thoughts， we may need other signs instead such as letters， 
pictographs. our hands or even our body. They may function as a replacement for sound. This 
paper wil reason on the sound and meaning relation， describing the listening gap through sound 
images， and will argue for a more diversified extensive sOllnd input， to develop listening as a 
real ability and give learners a chance to develop the sound-meaning relation for processing 
langu21ge successfully 
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2 The role of the mother tongue 
In teaching listening， the first thing to keep in mind is the mother tongue of the learners 
This may be a very well-known general knowledge. But comparative studies involving 
researchers from various countries were conducted by the psycholinguist Anne Cutler. The 
findings are based on stlldies on language acquisition across a number of langllages. She 
emphasizes (Cutler & aし2007:p.106) 
Listeners process spoken language in ways which are subtly tailored to suit the phonological 
structure of their native language. This has been best documented with respect to the 
segmentation of continuous speech into its component words. This draws on rhythmic 
structure， and because rhythm differs across languages， speech segmentation procedures 
are likewise langllage-specific. [..J The discovery that segmentation procedures are 
language-specific provided a potential explanation for the frequent experience that 
segmenting speech in a nonnative language (henceforth: non-L1) is hard. Where the 
rhythmic structure of the non-L1 differs from that of the native langllage (L1)， use of the 
Ll processing strategy will be counter-productive. Experiments confirmed that non-L1 
listeners did not necessarily segment speech in the same way as L1 listeners. .， .Instead， 
listeners tended to apply their L1 listening strategies inappropriately to the non-L1 iηput. 
French use of syllabic procedures with English [. .J and ]apanese [..] was paralleled by 
] apanese application of moraic segmentation to French， Spanish， and English [.. J. Following 
those studies， there have been many demonstrations of inappropriate application of Ll 
segmentation to non-Ll input， even when the non-L1 is a high-proficiency L2. 
For a listener the continuous speech appears to be one piece of information， and it is hard to 
parse“the sound stream into meaningful units when word bOllndaries are difficult to determine 
becallse of stress pattern， elisions， and reduced forms". (Vandergrift & Goh， 2012: p.21) Here 
we find the relation of sound and meaning. Ollr ability to determine meaningful segments in 
perceived sOllnds is related to 0町 mothertongue. The stress pattern of the target language is 
difficult to catch， because the stress pattern of our mother tongue is playing a crucial role and 
impedes perception. Taking these findings into accollnt for teaching a foreign langllage， listening 
exercises should help to develop a sound bridge from one language structure to the other. To 
cope with the gap of perception， using top down metacognitive strategies for anticipating the 
listening contents may support the process of comprehension. On the pedagogical side， exercises 
should reflect the sound structure of the mother tongue and of the target langllage in order to 
blild bottom up lnits of sound and meani口gfor the target langllage 
Lisrenin_g comprehension and sound image‘The listening gap I WNW(と聴覚像ー1)スニングのガ yプJ 19 
3 The terms “sound image" and “made up sound image" 
As mentioned in the introduction， the term "sound image" is used and introduced here， to 
name a special phenomenon in foreign language listening， when the foreign language is taught 
in a classroom. 1n that case， a listening gap can be determined. This is related to foreign 
language instruction following the tradition of mainly written and grammar based input. The 
term“sound image" functions here as a tool to describe the process of listening to sounds and 
establishing meaning. 1n phonetics， this is called “representation" or司“manifestatio正， (Niebuhr， 
2007・p.2-3)， referring to different states of a transferred sound pattern‘ 
The author prefers to use the more traditional and linguistic term "sound image" as 
introduced by linguist Ferdinand de Saussure， who uses in his Cours de hnpJastique generale 
(Engl. translation Course Ul general lingU7:stl:CS by R. Harris 1983)， as reported by his stlldents 
Ch. Bally and A. Sechaye， not“sOllnd" which wOllld be related to tbe physical sound (wave)， 
but "sollnd image" (in Fre口chimage acoustique， inGerman Lautbild， in J apanese 1聴覚像りou
hahu zoμor音の表象。[0no hyoμzoμ) as an imagination of sound. A linguistic sign (word， 
expression) consists therefore of its meaning (signifie) and its related sOl1nd image (signijiant)， 
as two sides of a leaf. This double relation is the basic assumption for this approach. The sounds 
we perceive when listening are not the sOl1nds the other person uttered. Also， conversely， the 
sounds we have in mind when speaking are not the sounds we produce， and are not the sounds 
rhe other person perceives. This may sound trivial， but it isηot. It has to be taken seriously 
and be considered in teaching listening. Niebuhr (2007) emphasizes that sound transferring 
the information from the speal王erto the listener as given in the basic model of communication 
cbanges several times in its carrying medium and adapts every time in a special manifestation 
to this medium (Niebllhr， 2007: p.2-3) 
[concept of utteranceJ←→(1)盟自民rprepares for speaking (nerves)←→ (2) muscles 
of speech organs of the speaker move←→ (3) sollnd wave~ are transmitted through air 
←→ (4)出旦些工receivessound through the ears (body-mechanical)←→ (5) transformed 
into signals (nerves)←→ [perception of utteranceJ 
The sound image is a generated representation of a sound or a sound pattern. This fits very 
well with the findings of neuroscience that meaning and sound are established through pathways 
between neurons in the brain. The one side is the intended meaning by the person llttering 
something and the other the meaning， the person listening， isconstrllcting by the perceived 
sound. "A speaker does not implant a message in the learner's mind. The listener has to remake 
the message" notes Field， and stresses that the "message is a product of the individuallistener" 
(Field， 2008， p.6). This can be visualized by the following model: 
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utterance 
Figure 1: Manifestations of sounds 
iperceived， 
reconstructed meaningf 
During classroom instruction when some audio input is given， for examp1e the greeting 
百elo"，we would find as many representations as students are in the class， p1us the one of the 
teacher. To mal王esure that there is no ambiguity at a11， the teacher will write down the 
sentence， and repeat it several times. 1n teaching listening， the relation between meaning and 
sound image is crucial， but it cannot be controlled that easily. There is no way to make sure 
that the sound image of the learner and the intended sound image do match. A mismatch is 
therefore very likely. To give an exarnple， Table 1 shows a very simplified scheme: 
teacher 
thinks 
says 
“he'lo" 
/h310/ 
“?he'ro， ?hiro?" 
/hIro/ 
Table 1: Production and perception of sounds 
student 
thinks 
hears 
The teacher wants to introduce an expression for the greeting "hello" and says /h3'lO/. But 
the student perceives /hi'ro/ instead and is not sure about the meaning. The students may 
interpret it as '?he'ro' 01' '?hiro' and may not come to any conclusion， because the meaning does 
not fit the situation. This exarnple may be ve1'y simple， but the su1'p1'ising 1'eaction of students 
du1'ing c1ass1'oom inst1'uction to seemingly simple exp1'essions has to be taken into conside1'ation 
Vanderg1'ift & Goh (2012: p.21) state that 
word segmentation skils a1'e language-specific and acqui1'ed ear1y in life. They are so 
solidly engrained in the listener's processing system that these segmentation st1'ategies 
a1'e involunta1'ily applied when listening to a non-native language. 
The top down p1'ocedu1'e to find a match with a strategic guess to cope with the continuous 
incoming sound stream， he1'e to anticipate a g1'eeting， and the bottom up p1'ocedure， when the 
incoming sound patterns do not match al1'eady established lexical items， may result just in 
giving up. Field stresses that the needs of weal王listenersare often not 1'ecognized. This happens 
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“partly because of the inaccessible nature of listening， which can be tested indirectly. often 
by means of cumbersome comprehension questions" (Field， 2008: p.3). He continues that 
learners 
sit in class day after day， comprehending litle and often blaming tbemselves. But the fault 
lies with a system that does not accord sufficient attention to the skil that， above a1l others， 
is crucial to tbeir learning. (Field， 2008: p.4) 
The learner may construct a sound image on the basis he or she perceived the sound， and 
how it makes sense to him or her. The author suggests naming these sound images 'made up 
sound image'. Especially when the teacbing content is grammar and reading oriented， the 
learner will more likely have a visual image instead of a sound image. The 1'eason is that he 01' 
sbe has not had enough sound input to build up sound images for various linguistic units. 
Sometimes tbese made up constrllctions are used for a long time. hardly detectable and without 
aロychance of mending，冶venwhen the non-Ll is a high-proficiency L2" (quotation from Cutler 
above). ¥Vhen the made up sOllnd images for the ta1'get langllage a1'e established， the learne1' 
may experience difficulties when listening to authentic speech. Influenced by thei1' own native 
langllage AND the made up sound images he or she has in mind， the sOllnd pe1'ceived of the 
ta1'get language wi1l not fit we1l tbe circumstances of tbe utterance. A likely consequence would 
be frustration and so-called listening anxiety. Field stresses that listening is not tangible in the 
way that speaking and writing are" (2008: p.l)， and it is not easy to achieve demonstrable 
1'esults， because of the lack of measu1'able benefits. Teachers think， 
Once tbe learne1"s ea1's have adjusted to the phonology of the target language (tbe 
a1'gument goes) ， listening skils f1'om the fi1'st language (Ll) will t1'ansfe1' themselves to 
the second (L2) by some p1'ocess of osmosis. (Field， 2008: p.2) 
Listening as a teacbing subject is neglected， because teachers and lea1'ners think， that it 
is acqui1'ed natu1'ally， by the way of doing al other language activities (reading aloud， listening 
to the teache1"s voice， doing conve1'sation exe1'cises， listening to the CD). But in o1'de1' to address 
this phenomenon p1'operly， fo1'eign language teaching has to take a totally different approach 
Teaching listening should not be exercises for testing listening， not vocalized w1'itten texts 01' 
spoken conversation， but should start to use sounds and sound input to build up meaning， 
meaningfullinguistic units. linguistic units whicb caηbuild a realistic base for tbe bottom up 
comprebension strategy. 
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4 T eaching Listening 
Among the publications on teaching listening in recent yea1's， two studies are widely 
acknowledged as shedding mo1'e light on this topic. One is Listening in the ClassroOJn (]. Field 
2008) and the othe1' Teachingαnd Leanung Second Language Listening (L. Vande1'g1'ift and 
C. Goh 2012). Both publications advocate listening as an active meaning building p1'ocess and 
p1'omote a more lea1'ne1' cente1'ed app1'oach in the class1'oom. The latter discusses metacognitive 
strategies to develop bette1' listening skils. This seems to be a ve1'y promising step forward 
considering the classroom pedagogy for listening. 
4.1 The linguistic gap: Two aspects of massive sound input 
First. in our mother tongue， we are in a continuous stream of sound input. not only 
linguistically. Sounds are pa1't ofour daily interaction. ¥九lhenyou open the door， you remem ber 
a specific sound. This wil evoke memories and emotions instantly. When using the word 'door'， 
the linguistic meaning may be ・somethingthat opens江pand you can enter a room 01' a building' 
But individually， everybody wil hear and see a dife1'ent door， depending on his/her experience. 
The sto1'age of meaning in ou1' brain is related to the sound image. The1'efore sound is related 
to meaning and emotion in relation to our experience. More than reading， sounds evoke 
immediate emotions. We even may judge the pe1'son speaking as likable 01' unlikeable after the 
first words utte1'ed. (K. Reinke， 2015; Shaules， 2015; 1. Berent， 2013) As for a foreign language 
learner， the sound input is mainly based on the sounds provided du1'ing classl刀ominst1'uction， 
the voice of the teacher and for some seconds， a recording related to the teaching mate1'ial. 
Second. When we tal王aboutteaching listening， we have to not talk about a physical chain 
of sounds， but of images of sound as 1'epresentations， which are different for everybody taking 
pa1't ina communication situation， as mentioned before. 1n our mother tongue， we a1'e no1'mally 
trained to cope with disturbances as loud backg1'ound noise， elisions and errors. Based on ou1' 
massive linguistic sound input and our language experience， we can mend the missing pa1'ts 
f1'om va1'ious angles and understand the message. (Rickmeyer， Sichelschmidt & Strohner 2005) 
But as a fo1'eign language lea1'ner， we do not have enough linguistic input or expe1'ience to use 
the language in that way， yet. So we have to rely on the acquired knowledge like vocabulary 
or grammar 01' the sむなtegiesto cope in classroom and in tests with ha1'd to unde1'stand 
passages. 
These a1'e the two sides of the linguistic gap. The sound input is not continuous and cannot 
create vitallinguistic units to build a base of meaningful sound units， which can be processed 
automatically. Linguistic units are mostly built from reading， writing， learninggrammar 1'ules， 
and with made up sound images. 
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4.2 Other approaches 
Considering the influence of the mother to日gue，Shim21ok21 (2014) uses 21ロ21ppro21chto 
21d21pt the pronunci21tion of the t21rget l21ngu21ge. He suggests th21t Americ21n English spe21kers 
should pronounce his first n21me“T21k21shi" 21s "T21xi"， 1コec21usethis is prob21bly close to the sound 
p21ttern they m21y perceive. On the other h21nd he advises J ap21nese students of English to look 
for sound simil21rities even if they 21re unlsl21l:・Mindthe door" and re21d it I il]i¥)員だぞ-J
(712ω7 l幻dazr，川)， me21日ll1g“Allbooked out." Or，“Come here" I亀部屋J(/camehの)a)me21ning 
"turtle room". This 21ppro21ch m21y be llnusu21l but our br21in lool<:s for p21tterns 21nd simil21rities 
21nd le21rns e21sily， when they 21re new 21nd surprising. (Tol札lh21m21-Espinos21，2011: p.212) Looking 
for 21n unconvention21l ped21gogic21l 21ppro21ch m21y help to overcome the 21forementioned listening 
21nxiety 21nd help the students to get some confidence 
For controlled 21nd 21utom21tic processing during listening， itis import21nt not to overemph21size 
rules 21nd vocabul21ry， which could overlo21d the working memory 
‘'While long-term memory sh21pes the int目下ret21tionof wh21t listeners hear， working 
memory influences the efficiency of the cognitive processing and 21llows the listener to 
think 21bout appropri21te response， 21s in the case of interactive listening." (V21ndergrift & 
Goh， 2012: p.20) 
Integr21ting 21 more 21ffective side of the listening exercises with emotion21lly relev21nt 
ex21mples c21n prepare the students' e21rs for more cognitive， ch21llenging t21sks. (Tokllh21ma-
Espinos21， 2011: p.213) Using films (21udio-visu21l m21teri21l) for teaching listening is 21 very 
promising w21y (Fujita 2015). If students do not fel up to the speed of the authentic material， 
it is important to prep21re by using strategies as 21nticipating hypothesis， predicting the story， 
to think of possible expressions， to watch the film in short segments 21nd to verify in sm21ll 
groups the hypothesis. The 21ppro21ch of V21ndergrift and Goh (2012)， offocusing on comprehension 
strategies c21n be 21 very useful tool to cope with listening t21sks. Another， more phonetic-
linglistic21ly informed 21ppro21ch for opening the listening e21rs from the mother toηglle to the 
t21rget l21ngl21ge， is21 step by step 21ppro21ch t21king into 21ccount the linguistic structllre of both 
l21ngu21ges. (Schmidt 2015) 
The 21uthor w21nts to express the following 21ssumptions rel21ted to listening: 
(1) Le21rners need sound input to cre21te sound im21ges， in order to process language. When 
there is no 21dequ21te sound input. le21rners wil cre21te in their minds so c21led ‘m21de-up sound 
images'. The constructed sound im21ges m21y obstruct the perception of the re21l sound 
(2) The term“sound image" by Saussure seems to h21ve more depth and relevance， 
including the est21blished relation between sound 21nd me21ning. It ShOllld be considered 21nd 
used in the discussion of te21ching listening， as the term represent21tion is used in 21 more 
pbonetic sense. 
24 Maria Gabriela Sch!ηidl 
(3) Listening input should be diversified and below the actuallevel of the learner. A large 
amount of audio input is needed to develop appropl凋iatesound images 
(4) Pronunciation should be supported by body movement. including prosodic patterns 
for communication units， chunks， sentences， and giving every utterance a proper situational 
sound-meaning relation. Pronunciation exercises can support listening and vice versa. 
More detailed studies are needed on the aspects mentioned. Especially on the side of sound 
perception， and how learners of foreign languages can be supported to work on their perception 
of sounds， and to adjust it closer to the target language. 
5 Teaching methods for listening in the classroorn 
Teaching listening should take seriously into account the above mentioned aspects. There 
may be others， but these are the basic ones. The perception of sounds in the classroom is 
different from the perception of sounds in a natural social environmeni二Hereare six suggestions 
for fostering listening in the classroom which are partly inspired by neuroscience (Tokuhama-
Espinosa 2011; Schmidt 2015) 
(1) Developing Mother tongue Target language 
Developing step by step Japanese: English: 
listening exercises to Moraic structure Consonant cluster: 
become accustomed to resulting in Katakana-
consonant clusters Englisb _aand， !ent /呂and/主ζand
st-: su-ta; str-: su-ta-ra 
Table 2: Developing phonetic structure step by step 
The phonetic structure including intonation， word stress， prosody has to be taken very seriously. 
The teacber should anticipate and analyze possible difficulties in detail and try to develop 
strategies and exercises to help learners to cope. 
(2) Relation of Meaning Sound 
Use sounds as 'audio flash Establish meaning by Listen to a sOllnd pattern 
cards' -Create various connecting sound pattern 
'audio flash tracks' 
(different voices) 
Play‘audio flash tracks'一 Establisb meaning by Connecting a sound pattern 
let students look for cards connecting sound pattern 
or things related to tbe 
sound 
Table 3: l¥elation of audio i1ash cards 
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Flashcards are a very helpful tool to overcome/remember written input. Therefore in a 
pedagogical adaption "audio flash tracks" are needed as well. to create direct audio input and 
build up meaning without written or visllal support. 
(3) Bring Sounds 1n the classroom 
Let students bring sOllnds in the classroom and let them talk 
about it 
Table 4: Bring sounds into the classroom 
Get the students involved and let them bring sounds to the classroom. Most students have a 
cel or smart phone. Sounds are very easily used for teaching foreign languages llsing these 
tools. As sounds are related to emotions， this is a migbty tool using various findings of 
neuroscience (novelty， emotions， personalization). (Tokubama-Espinosa， 2011: p.213) 
(4) Catch the words and the meaning 
1mroduce key words in Use texts and conversations Catch tbe meaning. Students 
various listening contexts of a former lesson， slightly can tel what had happened 
and let students imitate. below the level， possible for (in the mother tongue or 
learners to catch some target language， their 
words. choice[) 
Table 5: Catch keywords below level 
A written word can be read several times， a spoken word passes by. The target text for the 
listening exercise or the chunks for the conversation should be slightly below the actual level 
of the students. If they do not catch the word (sound)， they might give up and be frustrated. 
Catching the meaning is related to the working memory. Learners gain confidence when they 
are able to catch the meaning. Let the student use the mother tongue to tel the understood 
parts of the story. 
(5) Listen for fun Stories Conversations 
Play listening input that is not Simple stories， stories the Simple conversations， with 
related to any task. J ust for students already know everyday situations that are 
listening -extensive listening， easy to catch 
continuous listening. 
Table 6: Listen for fun 
The amount of audio input provided by textbooks and listening related exercises in classrooms 
is not enough to establish and develop proper sound images of the target language. Therefore 
extensive listening in tbe sense of a massive sound input is needed， not only intensive listening 
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for discrimination of sounds and words. Extensive listening (in the mu1tiple sense of its meaning) 
is important for getting a sense for the sounds of the target language. 
(6) Look up Sound pattern Prosodic e1ements 
The perceptlon and the Sounds are mostly prodllced in Prosodic elements do give 
production of sounds may meaningful combinations as cllles how to evalllate the 
interact continuol1sly words， expressions， utterances. message inside the lingl1istic 
Ul1lts 
Table 7・Lookup older textbooks for pronunciation 
Concerning pronunciation， include the prosodic patterns of utterances and sentences. Look up 
older textbooks. They may well be bette1' than we think they are， fo1' example， H. Gordon Grate 
English PγoJlunczαtion Eχercises 10γJαpαnese Students (1974) 
The allthor suggests a more diversified， creative approach for listening in the classroom， 
to give students the opportunity to develop sound‘sound images". This is vital for al four 
language skils. However， concerning sound and meaning in teaching listening， the perception 
of sounds in classroom is diffe1'ent from the perception of sounds in a natura1 social environment 
This is the reason why research results have to be discussed and cannot be transferred directly 
into classroom pedagogy. 
This paper emphasized three aspects of 1istening. The mother tongue of the learner plays 
a crllcial role for perception and production of sOllnds. For processing langllage we need sound 
images. If there is not enough appropriate sound input learners may use made-up sound images， 
which bas not been addressed so far in academic studies. And finally， teacbing listening bas to 
consider the sound-meaning relation. To do so， a whole new set of listening exercises is needed 
to close the listening gap in foreign language teaching. This paper is a summary of a preliminary 
study to identify some aspects of teaching listening. 
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